Introduction
How did rabbinic literature develop from the simpler structure of the Mishnah in tannaitic Palestine (ca. 70 to 220 CE), with its statements of laws sometimes followed by a dissenting opinion, to the complex structure of the Babylonian Talmud (the Bavli) several centuries later in the Persian Empire, with its lengthy give-and-take? What facilitated this change in the style of composition? While many answers to these two questions exist, two key answers are able to account for much of this change. The first is the introduction of a model of composition found in Greek primers of compositional writing. The second is a subtle but significant change in the rules of biblical exegesis that facilitated the increasing complexity of many sugyot. The quintessential genre of the Talmud is the sugya, which in its basic form is a statement with a support (usually a scriptural or tannaitic proof-text), followed by a challenge (qushya ‫,)קושיה‬ a resolution (teiruts ‫)תירוץ‬ of the challenge, another challenge, another resolution, and so forth. bEruv 52b is a classic example:1 This is a fairly simple sugya. It begins with an opening statement with a biblical proof-text to support it, followed by a challenge to this statement, based on a tannaitic ruling, and a final resolution, arguing that the tannaitic ruling represents a minority opinion. More complex sugyot have a lengthy series of challenges and resolutions. Some use the Mishnah as the opening statement, others open with a baraita (a statement from the tannaitic period) or meimra (a statement from the amoraic period), with the series of challenges posed thereon. Some begin with two opposing laws and pose a series of challenges and resolutions from one to the other and vice-versa. A variety of sugyot exist, but the fundamental, basic structure underlying most of these sub-genres of the sugya is the one present in bEruv 52b. This structure is particularly known from the Bavli, and, for that reason, as Daniel Boyarin recently stated, "the common sentiment [has been] that the Bavli is a very strange book indeed, a unicum even on the rabbinic scene, a fortiori in world literature."4 Yet, as Boyarin has noted, "The composition is rarely discussed, and it seems that most scholars believe (without ever having spelled it out) that the Babylonian Talmud is indeed sui generis."5
